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Broadcasting Stress in the COVID-19 Pandemic: 
Media, Collective Trauma, & Well-Being
E. Alison Holman, PhD, FNP
Sue & Bill Gross School of Nursing
University of California, Irvine
Background
• Pediatric ICU nurse
• The “psych nurse” of the unit
• Convergence of experiences
• Asthmatic families
• Diondria
• I became intrigued by my clinical experience
• PhD in health psychology






Research on collective trauma
• Ideal research is 
• prospective, identifying “at risk” samples pre-
event
• longitudinal, with immediate as well as 
repeated post-event assessments
• both regional and national, using 
representative samples of the population 
under study
• comprehensive (small, cross-sectional studies 
with non-representative samples are inefficient 
and offer little new information)


























19 deaths in 
US
Cohort 2: 



















Note: * p<.05; *** p<.001
Acute Stress Response across Cohorts Depression across Cohorts
Holman, Thompson, Garfin, Silver, in press, Science Advances
Acute stress and depression symptom levels across three cohorts in a nationally representative U.S. sample
between March 18th and April 18th, 2020 (N=6,514)
COVID-19, stress, and media
• Higher acute stress and global distress, and poorer functioning 
associated with:
• Secondary stress (e.g., lost wages/job, need childcare)
• More exposure to COVID-19 media coverage
• More conflicting/confusing information received in news media
What about health professionals and 
other essential workers? 
National sample
• Acute stress and depression symptoms
• Secondary stress (e.g., loss of healthcare, lost wages, needing 
childcare)




• Healthcare workers had less acute stress than other essential 
workers
• Healthcare workers had similar levels of depression symptoms as 
other essential workers
• Females had more acute stress than males
What about health professionals and 
other essential workers? 
National sample
• Health worries and impaired functioning
• Secondary stress (e.g., loss of healthcare, lost 
wages)
• Being female, being young
• Prior mental/physical health disorder
• Media consumption
• But …
• Healthcare workers had better functioning 
than other essential workers
• Healthcare workers & other essential workers 
had same level of worries (low)
Sources of stress in healthcare workers 
during COVID-19 pandemic
• Fear of taking COVID-19 home to family
• Health of family and friends
• General lack of control
• Lack of testing
• Lack of PPE
Shechter, A. et.al., (2020). Psychological distress, coping behaviors, and preferences for support among New York healthcare workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. General Hospital Psychiatry, 66, 1-8.
Stress, depression, anxiety among 
healthcare workers in New York City in April
Shechter, A. et.al., (2020). Psychological distress, coping behaviors, and preferences for support among New York healthcare workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. General Hospital Psychiatry, 66, 1-8.
Healthcare worker coping & resilience
• Greater sense of meaning and 
purpose 
• Physical exercise
• Faith-based practice or spirituality
• Individual or group therapy 
• Yoga
• Online clinician support group
Shechter, A. et.al., (2020). Psychological distress, coping behaviors, and preferences for support among New York healthcare workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. General Hospital Psychiatry, 66, 1-8.
Challenges when doing research like this
• Survey sent to 7,117 people, but only 974 
responded (13.7%)
• How are responders different from non-
responders?
• What if the ~86% who didn’t respond are less 
distressed? 
Future plans
• Assess positive benefits from dealing with 
pandemic
• What positive benefits have you noticed, if 
any? 
Future plans
• Examine role of cascading 
trauma: COVID-19, 
hurricanes, wildfires, 
death of George Floyd, 
Breonna Taylor, and more
• Follow-up survey in next 
2-3 weeks
• Waves 3 - 8 data 
collection planned from 
2021-2025 as pandemic 
waxes and wanes, vaccine 
developed, etc.
Future plans
• Reassess physician-diagnosed mental and 
physical health in Spring 2021
• Examine racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
disparities in early responses to the 
pandemic and their link to subsequent 
physical health outcomes
• Examine perceptions of the future and 
their link to mental and physical health 
outcomes over time
Conclusions
• Pre-existing mental and physical health 
disorders increase risk
• Secondary stressors (e.g., job loss, wage 
loss, loss of health care) matter
• Media exposure matters! Limit time spent 
consuming the news
• Young people are hurting and need support
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